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Brant Day

My Mother's Dolls
Valerie Holladay

WHEN I WAS NINE, MY MOTHER USED TO BUY

dolls-not for my sister or me, but for herself.
And while there is nothing unusual about
collecting dolls, my mother went about it in an
unusual way. Her dolls were not priceless
heirlooms, those carefully guarded, aged
beauties with curling eyelashes and real human
hair. They did not have pink porcelain cheeks
and fine hand-crafted gowns of silk and lace, and
my mother didn't arrange them on shelves or in
glass cabinets to display them. She just brought
them home.
There were three Deseret Industries in
Salt Lake when I was a child. Of the three stores,
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the D.I. on 2nd West was the most run-down. The aisles were
narrow between the bins and tables in order to make use of every
spare inch of space. What little of the floors that could be seen
was stained and dirty; the wall space above the shelves and
clothes racks showed lusterless painted brick. The air itself
always felt musty and chilly, like the walk-in freezer in a
restaurant, almost as if the cool air could preserve what little
life rernainded in each aged cashier and each retired and rejected
castoff. This D.I. took all donations, discarding and refurbishing
nothing. Everything was "as-is." Dolls and toys were in the back
of the store, clothes to the right, appliances and furniture to the
left. You might rummage through a bin that contained several
broken records, an $80 lady's silk blouse with a scorched and
tattered sleeve now going for a dime, a broken electric can
opener, a child's scratched and dented Snoopy lunchbox, and a
stack of old Good Housekeeping magazines. A bundle of crooked
hangers and a few stuffed animals might be thrown in for
good measure.
My favorite part of the store was the book section. Books
were divided into paperbacks and hardbacks, fiction and old
textbooks, with magazines off to the side. Sometimes pages had
been colored on or torn out. Often the cover looked like it had
been chewed on by a bored reader or drooled on by a family pet;
sometimes it was missing altogether. I didn't mind. I loved to
read, and I always managed to tuck a few books in with the dolls.
But Mom beelined for the dim back comer of the store where
the dolls awaited her, and she plowed into the canvas bins of
rejected dolls, those discarded playmates who had been replaced
by that year's model, a slicker, cleaner, more sophisticated
Baby-Wet or Cutie Pie Cuddles.
The castoffs, the rejectea, the unloved-these were the ones
upon whom my mother showered her abundant love. She knew
that each doll needed only to be bathed and dressed; each ratty
mass of hair could be made once again to curl gently around
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youthful, though smudged and dented, cheeks. Mom bought
her dolls by the bin-full, transferring the naked bodies from
their mass grave into old cardboard boxes which would be piled,
stacked, and crunched into her small Volkswagen Bug. She knew
that a simple full-skirted dress with gathered waist and sleeves
and lacy pantalettes, or even a simple, daintily dotted flannel
nightgown, could easily be sewn to cover their nakedness. Thus,
resurrected, the dolls could find new homes.
Mom sewed everything from curtains to patchwork
blankets. She could easily have sewn a few small dresses, with
perhaps a whisper of lace at the sleeves or along the hem. For
several dolls, perhaps. But for hundreds? My mother faced a
formidable task, for she could not refuse any doll, no matter how
battered and unlovable. Each had-been doll was a vulnerable
child hoping to be asked to come along, to be invited to play
on the kickball team. She heard a myriad of plaintive voices
calling, "Take me home with you." She answered each cry.
Perhaps in each voice she heard the echo of other cries for help,
from people who needed something she could not give.
My mother had gone to work right after marrying my dad
and stayed with the county system as a social worker for three
years until my oldest brother was born. She didn't work outside
of our home again until I was born four years later. But more
income than my father's teaching salary was needed to make
house payments, so she returned to her county job, even though
she dreaded her visits to broken families, to broken and crippled
people, to people who had lost hope. At that time nursing homes
had no state regulatory standards and large bedsores covered
the frail bodies which housed even more fragile spirits. She had
no answers for them, no strength to give them. When I was six
she quit her job and hired herself out as a cleaning woman. She
also took in ironing and taught antiquing classes.
Mom drove all over the valley to clean or to deliver ironing
in a series of puffing, secondhand Volkswagen Bugs. She wore
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out several, including a black one, a blue one, and a fire-engine
red one. She never remembered to have the oil and filter
changed, and her cars wore out quickly under her abuse. Once,
because we children heckled her for the privilege of riding
in the front passenger seat, she took the seat out of the car
completely. No longer did we whine to sit in that once-desired
spot; we avoided it whenever possible. You crouched there
awkwardly, clutching the window and bouncing around as Mom
sped along the streets, the car occasionally plunging into
a pothole.
Our car could hold several boxes of dolls, although I usually
had to sit on one of the open boxes, the hard plastic arms and
legs poking my backside. I was my mother's companion because
my older sister and brother didn't understand Mom's need to
buy every doll the D.I. had. Once she paid $100 to clear away
all the dolls-including the armless or legless dolls, and an
occasional stray, abandoned doll head.
Like escaped refugees crammed together in an airless boxcar,
we drove home in Mom's little Bug while I perched uncomfortably on the rigid plastic flesh and scratchy, wiry hair. Despite
my suffocating our foundling children, my nine-year-old heart
shared my mother's encompassing compassion for the unloved.
I understood the plight of the dolls; I knew what it was like not
to be wanted.
When I went to school the other kids ran away from me,
except when they came just close enough to pinch me or spit
on me. Sometimes they stood on the benches that lined the halls,
so they wouldn't have to stand on the same floor that I did where
they would be susceptible to my "fleas." I ran home from school
at night with my tormentors chasing after me throwing rocks
or snowballs. My sister, two years older, received less of the
teasing than I did. My older brother Stuart had also been cruelly
tormented by his classmates, but he had gone on to the greater
anonymity of junior high school. So I was left alone.
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I'm not sure why I stood apart from the others. No doubt
my braces and my dark-rimmed, cat-eye glasses with taped
earpieces were a natural invitation to catcalls and shrieks
of "Brace-Face" and "Four-Eyes." The worst of the names,
"Stink-a-day," was perhaps not totally unearned. Our house was
not cared for by my overworked father and busy, wandering
mother, and to make matters worse, we had seven cats, a
dog, a few ducks, various hamsters, birds, and once a tiny
alligator-all in the house or trying to get in the house most
of the time. The exterior of our house was just as bad; the
lawn was peppered with dandelions, and weeds grew nearly
waist high.
Not only were our house and yard unkempt, but we children
had the same neglected appearance. My class photographs show
a serious-faced child dressed in one of the unstylish jumpers my
grandmother sewed for me; in one picture I wore an unironed
blue and green T-shirt with an orange flowered jumper. My
dishwater blonde hair was uneven and straggly from my
endeavors with the scissors. I was five the first time I cut my
own hair. Actually I let my friend Barbara cut my hair, then I
cut hers. When her mother came to pick her up, she gasped in
horror and turned her over her knee and spanked her right there
in front of me. My mother reacted more mildly; she simply took
me to the woman who lived in the comer house who had a salon
in her basement. There my hair was evened and trimmed until
it was shorter than a boy cut-a new style called a "pixie cut."
In time my hair grew to my shoulders, despite my repeated
attempts at playing beautician.
In addition to my odd clothes and hair, perhaps, too, I was
the stereotyped "brain," the smart student who was teased and
tormented by other students who struggled to bring home
satisfactory grades. Besides getting good grades, I kept my face
in a book every spare minute I had. I even read during recess,
something nobody did.
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I used to think it was Mom who had caused my unpopularity. In her impetuous and generous way, she had let the Cub
Scouts in her den use her oil paints one afternoon after school.
Ignoring her cautions, one boy nastily daubed paint on the
other boys' clothes. When the Scouts returned home afterwards,
their angry mothers punished them for ruining their clothes.
Together, the worst of the bullies took revenge on my family.
They left burning sacks of manure on our front steps. They
toilet-papered our house. And when I left the safety of our chain
link fenced yard, they took out their anger on me. The children
at school, sensing a scapegoat, quickly followed suit.
In the fourth grade I refused to go to school anymore. Mom
told me she understood and would explain to the principal why
I didn't want to go to school. But I didn't want to make my
mother talk to the principal, who I had heard was a terrible,
hateful man. So I went.
Although I was alone at school, at home I found myself in
the company of my mother's dolls, where piles of dolls lay in
jumbled heaps and stacks of ragged cardboard boxes sagged
against the walls and against each other. In our attic, a shallow
affair that ran the length of the house, we couldn't stack the
boxes so we laid them out end to end, filling every spare foot
of space. More boxes were shoved under our basement stairs,
an area I cleared away and sheltered with hanging blankets for
privacy when I was ten.
There, with an old chipped lamp on the cement floor
and my posters of Bobby Sherman and David Cassidy on the
walls, I created my own world. With a librarian as a father,
I had access to shelves of books and no danger of overdue
fines. Here, away from the other world, I became Nancy Drew,
Trixie Belden, Harriet Tubman, and Sarah Crewe. I was
Jane Adams, Clara Barton, and Florence Nightingale. I was a
beautiful and timid governess at Dragonwyck, a mysterious and
shadowy mansion. I was Annie Oakley. I survived, forgotten and
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alone, on the Island of the Blue Dolphin. I was called the Witch
of Blackbum Pond. I played in the Secret Garden.
While I dreamed in my cubbyhole and Mom went from
house to house to do cleaning, the dolls hibernated in our
attic and basement. And forgotten once again, they awaited
resurrection from another more dependable source than my
mother, who heard other voices and found other causes. But
every few weeks, when her work was done or could wait a little
longer, we jumped into the car and headed to the D.I. for another
load of dolls.
A few years later my father divorced my mother and bought
a narrow 8 by 50 foot trailer in a well-manicured mobile
home park. After a while my mother sold our house to two
enterprising young men who hoped to spruce up our tired house
and sell it for a profit. Our buyers spent days hauling boxes of
unfulfilled dolls to the Deseret Industries.

A version of this essay will appear in the Fall 1990 issue of Dialogue.
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